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Sufficiency – Does Energy Consumption Become a Moral Issue? 
 
Adrian Muller1 
 
1. Introduction 
 
One may state that the smartest, cheapest and most sustainable energy is the energy not used. 
Basically, there are three ways to reduce energy use: First, there are strategies to increase 
technical efficiency, that is to provide a certain level of energy services with lower energy 
input; second, there are strategies to increase economic efficiency, that is to “get the prices 
right”, internalising externalities and thus leading to efficient levels of energy services given 
individual agents' preferences. Third, there are sufficiency strategies (Princen 2005), which 
make the levels of energy services itself a topic for discussion and aim at lowering those. In 
addition to these reduction strategies, there is “clean” energy with relatively low external 
effects. A combination of those strategies may be most promising for a sustainable energy 
system. However, the current debate on sustainable energy systems is largely dominated by 
technical and economic efficiency and clean energy strategies, while sufficiency plays a 
minor role only (an example is the debate in Switzerland, see e.g. Jochem 2004, Berg et al. 
2007, ESC 2008, OcCC 2008). 
 
This focus on efficiency faces several problems. First, there are the problems of technical 
efficiency: the rebound effect (simplified for energy efficiency: lower energy bills increase 
disposable income, which in turn is used for (more energy-intensive) consumption elsewhere 
– the size of this effect is subject to controversies, see e.g. Dimitropoulos and Sorrell 2006) 
or a target shift of targeted measures (simplified: more energy efficient automobile motors 
are not used to drive the same mileage with less gasoline, but rather to increase mileage or to 
use heavier cars with the same gasoline input, i.e. at the same costs), or an increasing total (if 
the aggregate total units demanded for a certain energy service grow faster than the energy 
use per unit decreases). Second, there are the problems of economic efficiency: identifying 
prices for all goods involved with the corresponding information and weighting problems 
related to cost-benefit and other valuation analysis. Third, clean energy may face problems of 
scale, when relatively low external effects add up on aggregate (cf. the various problems 
related to global bioenergy strategies, e.g. the potential competition for land and water 
between biomass for energy use and food; see e.g. Muller 2008 for some overview and 
references). Finally, there are the missed opportunities for increased sustainability from not 
employing sufficiency strategies. 
 
Thus, if not for other reasons, the precautionary principle suggests that the current debate on 
sustainable energy systems be complemented with an unbiased and critical discussion of 
sufficiency. In the context of social sciences, focusing on peoples' attitudes, motivations and 
behavioural patterns regarding sustainability and related concrete actions, sufficiency is 
currently addressed to some extent (e.g. Kaufmann-Hayoz and Gutscher 2001, Gutscher in 
Jochem 2004, Jamieson 1992, 2006). Actually, a discussion of sufficiency would neither be 
new. It has been led in the context of the environmental movement in the 1960ies and 70ies. 
It inspired the debate on sustainable energy consumption, but did not effect in fundamental 
behavioural changes and general implementation of sufficiency strategies. It was 
characterised by an often overly naïve attitude towards behavioural changes and social 
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engineering. This is a danger of any sufficiency strategy: being ideological, anti-liberal and 
fundamentalist. 
 
A modern conception of sufficiency should account for this legacy. Naïveté and ideology 
need to be avoided. In my research, I explore such a modern concept of sufficiency, which is 
adequate for a liberal society. In particular, I frame sufficiency in a philosophical context, 
thus complementing socio-psychological approaches. This requires the question “How 
should we act?” to be posed as a clearly moral and normative question, accounting for the 
important role efficiency plays, but not relying on it as the sole legitimate guiding principle. 
Other principles are the precautionary principle, justice or “do no harm”. These principles 
and related basic ethical concepts such as “responsibility” are however partly shaped in a 
historical context of non-global problems and personal interaction. A translation into today's 
situation and its specific complex problems such as an equitable, sustainable and reliable 
energy system is thus necessary. This becomes evident when addressing basic questions such 
as “Who is responsible for climate change?”.  
 
Besides these fundamental problems regarding the adequacy of traditional ethical key 
concepts for today's problems, there are also fundamental problems regarding concrete 
action, such as the fact that millions of per se harmless individual decisions can have 
detrimental effects on aggregate and the separation of actions and their consequences in a 
globalized world (Höffe 1993, Bandura, in press).   
 
Such considerations motivate framing life-style questions such as energy consumptions as 
moral questions. Moralization of some issues in the ongoing debate on sustainable energy 
systems is one way to incorporate sufficiency. Clearly, the consequences of this course of 
action for liberal societies have to be discussed in detail, as a key a characteristic of liberal 
societies is the fact that fundamental questions of lifestyle such as religion, sexual orientation 
or political attitude are decidedly no moral questions any more and clearly should not 
become such again. A discussion of which lifestyle questions may become moral again and 
why is thus of paramount importance.  
 
In this paper, I avoid this question by focusing on the concrete question whether energy 
consumption today becomes a moral issue and how this relates to sufficiency. Using an 
example to discuss sufficiency along the lines laid out above avoids the necessity to 
differentiate in detail which lifestyle questions are moral, which are not and it avoids 
weighting different lifestyle aspects. This helps to in detail investigate the process of 
moralization of such hitherto non-moral aspects. A more general discussion of this has to be 
provided at a later stage of the research. Focusing on such a concrete example also 
emphasizes the importance of the single individual as a consumer and of his/her 
responsibility. It can thus help to make general problems such as responsibility for climate 
change etc. more tangible.  
 
The structure of the paper is as follows. First, the relation of sufficiency to efficiency is 
clarified in detail (section 2). Many strategies for sufficiency can be understood as 
encompassing long-term strategies for (economic) efficiency. This helps to at least partly 
reconciling economic or efficiency based approaches with the idea of sufficiency. Second, 
using the example of a sustainable energy system in Switzerland, current policies, largely 
based on technological and economic efficiency and clean energy and their effects are 
reviewed. Referring to the goals of sustainably energy systems, hypotheses on what is 
missing to reach those with the above mentioned policies are developed and substantiated 
(section 3). Section 4 presents sufficiency as an alternative approach. It also discusses the 
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potential of a moralization of the problem and a shift in goals. Section 5 discusses the 
consequences of such a new approach. What would a consequent sufficiency strategy and 
moralization mean for society at large, which problems may arise, what does it mean 
concretely and how could it be implemented? Section 6 concludes.  
 
The following contains a very short description of the chapters, indicating the main topics 
and lines of thought for my research. 
 
2. Sufficiency as Efficiency and Beyond 
 
Increased technical efficiency refers to increased output for a given input, reduced input for a 
given output or increased output with increased – but less increased – input. Increased 
economic efficiency refers to “pareto-improvements”, in the energy debate often reflected by 
interalisation of externalities (“getting the prices right”). Sufficiency, on the other hand, 
addresses the level of output per se – and not in relation to the inputs, resp. it asks whether an 
economic activity needs to be performed and not whether it is performed “efficiently”. 
Examples are:  
 
- technical efficiency: reduced gasoline consumption for the same travel distance and car 
weight. 
- economic efficiency: putting a price on pollutants; or setting harvest quotas for a fishery to 
assure its annual renewal. This can be seen as a sufficiency strategy: setting a limit level to 
the harvest by not harvesting more than the quota. I emphasize that this is not yet sufficiency, 
although it is formulated via maximal levels of use. The quota is not derived from a notion of 
“satisfaction” or “enoughness”, it is thus long-term, wisely implemented efficiency.  
-Sufficiency: finding “sufficient” levels to mobility: how much (auto-)mobility is “enough”? 
or of (heated) living-space needs: how much is “enough”? This goes beyond efficiency and it 
brings out the fundamental problem of sufficiency: how much is “enough”? How is it 
determined and who determines it?  
 
3 Common Visions For Sustainable Energy 
 
3.1 what is done and what this effects 
 
Examples of goals and measures for sustainable energy systems are reduced domestic 
electricity consumption although use of appliances and living-space increase, reduced 
transport fuel use (better logistics, more efficient motors, brake-energy recycling) or 
increased efficiency in industrial energy use (heating, cooling, etc.). 
 
“Soft” issues play a minor role only – and then, mainly on the level of socio-psychological 
aspects of acceptance of new technologies etc. in society. Only view strategies involve true 
changes in habits, e.g. increased public transport and car-sharing.  
 
3.2 Goals for Sustainable Energy 
 
The goals of current policy for sustainable energy systems are to develop strategies assuring 
constant or increasing energy services use levels with decreasing energy input (“efficiency” 
strategies). Such strategies, ideal in an ideal world, may fail to wholly achieve their goals in 
real world. Therefore, the current discussion on sustainable energy systems should be 
complemented with a discussion of the energy services use levels themselves (“sufficiency“ 
strategies). 
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4. One Step Further 
 
This deficit cannot be remedied with additional measures to reach the given goals, changes in 
these goals are necessary (and adequate measures to reach those have to be developed). Thus, 
the energy services use levels themselves need to become topic of the discussion, not only 
their efficient realisation.  
 
However, concrete values for “sufficient” use levels can hardly ever be determined with 
rational arguments. Rational arguments lead to efficient use levels, that can take any value, 
given they are supplied “efficiently”. But implementation of this faces the problems of 
efficiency strategies mentioned in the introduction.  
 
Here, I thus justify Implementation of sufficiency strategies primarily as an alternative 
approach to complement the ideal approaches for an ideal world (efficiency) that do not fully 
achieve their goals in a real world. But if not by rational arguments, how then such levels 
may be determined and implemented? 
 
5. Sufficiency, Moralization of Lifestyle and Society  
 
There are basically two paths of implementation, namely mandatory or voluntary. Mandatory 
– by prescription - is clearly no viable path in a liberal society. It only has potential for some 
extreme cases (and such that are unimportant regarding reduction of personal freedom with 
respect to avoidance of external effects), such as prohibition of water-scooters on Swiss 
lakes. It thus remains voluntariness – embedded in a wider societal discussion. This can be 
captured by several aspects of a “moralization” of the underlying “problem” - here: energy 
consumption -, i.e. of lifestyle decisions. Key aspects of this are 
 
-temperance and conceptions of a “good life” (“How much energy services do I need?”) 
-“do no harm” principles (“Do I harm others by my energy consumption?”) 
-principles of justice (“What was my consumption in a just and sustainable global energy 
system?”) 
 
-and also the precautionary principle, although this can also be an efficient strategy under 
risk aversion. 
 
Although all this should be discussed under absence of governmental prescriptions regarding 
life-styles, an encompassing discussion on this is needed, including the policy level. 
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